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A Shared Vision: Findings from the 
University’s Smart Futures Study 

 
 
The following report presents the results of the Smart Futures study conducted during 
the 2008-2009 academic year.  The study consisted of three surveys, administered to 
faculty, staff, and students, respectively, at Jackson State University.  Survey questions 
were designed to elicit respondent opinions on a variety of topics including future 
trends in higher education, the learning needs of students in the future, the future 
role of technology in higher education, characteristics of future learners and faculty 
members, and how Jackson State must change to be competitive with other colleges 
and universities in the future. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

 
2 

JACKSON STATE UNIVERSITY        |        THE HANOVER RESEARCH COUNCIL 

© 2009 The Hanover Research Council 

 

JUNE 2009 

Study Directors 

Dr. Debra A. Buchanan is associate vice president in the Jackson State University 
Office of Academic Affairs and Student Life.  Her chief responsibilities are 
assessment and planning of academic and student affairs programs.   Contact:  
debra.a.buchanan@jsums.edu or (601) 979-2244. 

Dr. Joseph M. Stevenson was Founding Director of the Executive Doctoral 
Program in Urban Higher Education and Professor of Curriculum and Instruction at 
Jackson State University.   He now serves as Provost, Senior Vice President and Chief 
Operating Officer at Mississippi Valley State University.   Contact:  
provost@mvsu.edu or (601) 254-9041.  
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Introduction - The University’s Changing Role in a Changing Society 

 
When the Natchez Seminary opened its doors in 1877, its mission was a simple but 
important one: to produce Mississippi‘s first generation of black leaders by providing 
the kind of quality humanitarian education that would allow these leaders, religious 
and political, to maintain and develop their community‘s values and serve on an equal 
intellectual footing with their white peers.  The areas of study most important to this 
mission were subjects like philosophy, religion, and history, and the chalkboard was 
the latest technology.   
 
But higher education was already changing, receiving a strong push from the Morrill 
Land Grant Act of 1862, which began the move toward the development of technical 
skills important to the industrial economy and opened up this training to a larger 
population.  Over time, the democratization of higher education and increasing 
complexity of the U.S. economy affected major changes in the needs of a college 
education, and in the middle of the 20th Century, the institution, then known as 
Jackson College, adapted by developing a number of new arts and sciences degrees 
and other graduate programs.   This restructuring allowed the College to produce 
graduates that could be productive in what had then become the country‘s 
increasingly specialized service-based economy but still capable of serving their 
communities‘ values and interests.   
 
In more recent years, there has been debate as to whether the Information Age has 
ushered in another distinct period in the country‘s economy that will require different 
skills and resources.  To a certain extent, this issue has been addressed as universities 
bring the same technologies that are changing industry onto the campus and in the 
classroom, but is this enough?  Furthermore, what responsibility does the university 
have to use technology to expand the reach of its services or to define the way that 
we use technology in everyday life?   
 
And beyond technology, there are other modern challenges for which the American 
university must prepare its students and its self.  The U.S. is a much more diverse 
place than it was 132 years ago, and the demands of the global economy require 
social skills not needed before.  At the same time, Americans have come to look at 
higher education in a different way, more as job training than personal cultivation, 
and tend to think of the high tuition costs as a direct investment in higher wages.  
This in turn has led to a new era of accountability for American universities.   
 
In this competitive environment, it has become more important for universities to be 
responsive to student and employer needs, or at least to understand what they are, 
and to anticipate them so that there is time to make the changes required to meet 
them.     
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Since Jackson State University has taken direct responsibility for its community‘s 
needs and seeks to engage students in the broader economy and society, it is 
particularly important that administrators understand how well they are meeting those 
needs now and how the needs will change in the future.  To this end, the University 
developed a study in which faculty, staff, and students were asked to help determine 
the knowledge and skills that will be required of college graduates in the 21st Century.   
 
The Smart Futures study was conducted during the 2008-2009 academic year.  Separate 
surveys were developed for each group—faculty, staff, and students—but many of 
the questions were standardized, allowing us to look for consensus.  Overall, 84 
faculty members, 49 non-faculty staff members, and 449 students responded.  It is 
our hope in the following report to take the individual responses and develop a big 
picture view on how well the University is keeping up with present times and what 
the University will need to do to prepare graduates for the future.     
 
The report is divided into four sections.   

 

× In Section One, we examine the participants in each of the three groups to 

determine the representativeness of the sample groups to the populations at 

Jackson State University. 

× In Section Two, we look at how well study participants think the University is 

currently prepared for the future and examine the responses of each sample 

group regarding the needs of future students. 

× In Section Three, we examine faculty and staff responses to a series of open-

ended survey questions. 

× In Section Four, we analyze the major themes presented by the responses to 

the study and compare this outlook to the recommendations developed in 

other forward-looking studies conducted outside of the University.   
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Section One - A Look at the Study Population 

 
Faculty 
 
Feedback was gained from faculty members through two different channels.  
Members of the Faculty Senate received copies of a paper survey at a September 25 
meeting.  Seventeen members of the Faculty Senate returned completed 
questionnaires.  All other faculty members also received a paper survey, and this 
group yielded as many as 67 responses on some parts of the survey.  In total, 84 
faculty members took part in the study, representing 17.72 percent of all faculty 
members at Jackson State University. 
 

 
 
It is important to note also that 86 percent of the faculty members responding were 
either assistant, associate, or full professors.  Furthermore, 74 percent of those 
reporting a tenure status were either fully tenured or on tenure track, indicating some 
degree of familiarity and an interest in the University‘s future.   
 
74 percent of respondents were between 31 and 60 years old, with an additional 10 
percent 30 years old or younger and 16 percent older than 60.  Over half of the 
faculty respondents (54 percent) reported having more than ten years of teaching 
experience.   
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In terms of academic discipline, the largest groups of faculty came from the Colleges 
of Liberal Arts (34 percent); Science, Engineering, and Technology (30 percent); and 
Education (19 percent).  The distribution of study participants among colleges closely 
matches the distribution of all faculty at the University according to 2007-08 faculty 
counts.  Study participants also reflect the University fairly well in terms of faculty 
status, although adjunct faculty members are slightly overrepresented. 
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Study Group Representativeness - Faculty 

 
Smart Futures 

Study Participants 
2007 JSU Faculty 

Status 

Professor  21% 13% 

Associate Professor 29% 21% 

Assistant Professor 36% 33% 

Instructor 10% 14% 

Adjunct 4% 19% 

College 

Business 6% 9% 

Education & Human Development 19% 20% 

Liberal Arts 34% 32% 

Science, Engineering, & Technology 30% 27% 

Public Service 9% 13% 

Other 2% - 

Total # 84 474 

 
Additional Study Group Characteristics 

 
Smart Futures 

Study Participants 

Gender 

Male 61% 

Female 39% 

Racial Affiliation 

African American/Black 60% 

American Indian 1% 

Asian or Pacific Islander 16% 

Caucasian/White 19% 

Hispanic/Latina 1% 

No response 3% 

 

 
Staff 
 
Staff were surveyed in the Spring 2009 semester.  While not in the classroom, many 
staff members are involved in the University planning efforts, interact with students 
perspective, and are able to provide perspective on job skills.  Staff were taken to 
include everyone from support staff to the University‘s administrators with the 
exception of faculty.  In all, 49 staff members participated in the study, representing 
3.93 percent of all non-faculty staff members at the University.  
 
Of those participating, the large majority (79 percent) classified their position as 
―Professional,‖ while 15 percent identified themselves as ―Support‖ staff, and 6 
percent as ―Executive Management.‖   
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The executive office responsible for the most participants was ―Academics and 
Student Life,‖ accounting for nearly half (44 percent) of all responses.  Of these, less 
than a third represents the Division of Student Life.  Nonetheless, it is important that 
other executive offices are represented.  The chart below shows how responses break 
down by office.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

38

7

0

3

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Professional

Support

Operations

Executive Management

# of Participants

Participants by Staff  Classification

7

3

21

8

6

4

0 5 10 15 20 25

President's Office

Sr. VP for Finance & Operations

VP for Academics and Student Life

VP for Research & Development

VP for Information Management

No Response

# of Participants

Staff  Participants by Executive Office



 

  

 
9 

JACKSON STATE UNIVERSITY        |        THE HANOVER RESEARCH COUNCIL 

© 2009 The Hanover Research Council 

 

JUNE 2009 

 
Smart Futures 

Study Participants 

Reporting Unit 

President's Office 15% 

Sr. VP for Finance & Operations 6% 

VP for Academics and Student Life 44% 

VP for Research & Development 17% 

VP for Information Management 13% 

No Response 6% 

 

 
Staff respondents varied slightly less by age, with 96 percent between 31 and 60 years 
old.  Also compared to the faculty group, there were more staff participants with less 
than five years of experience in higher education (34 percent of the sample for staff, 
compared to 20 percent of the sample for faculty).  Nonetheless, the proportion of 
respondents with over 20 years of experience was roughly the same in both groups, 
accounting for a little under a third of study participants.  In terms of other 
demographic characteristics, the sample was heavily male (71 percent) and African 
American (85 percent). 
 
As the table below shows, male staff members were somewhat overrepresented in the 
study, while ―Clerical & Secretarial‖ and ―Service/Maintenance‖ staff members, 
which we have correlated with the ―Support‖ category on the study, are 
underrepresented.  Study participants closely represent the University‘s staff in terms 
of racial affiliation.   
  

Study Group Representativeness - Staff 

 
Smart Futures 

Study Participants 
2007 JSU Staff 

(Faculty Excluded) 

Gender 

Male 71% 42% 

Female 29% 58% 

Racial Affiliation 

     African American/Black 85% 91% 

American Indian 0% 0% 

Asian or Pacific Islander 2% 3% 

Caucasian/White 13% 5% 

Hispanic/Latina 0% 1% 

Job Category  

Executive, Administrative, &           
   Managerial 

6% 9% 

Other Professional/Support  
   Services 

79% 41% 

Clerical & Secretarial 
15% 

16% 

Service/Maintenance 26% 

Skilled Crafts 
0% 

2% 

Technical and Paraprofessional 6% 

Total # 49 1,246 
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Students  
 
Students were given a separate survey instrument.  As many as 449 students 
participated in the study, 99 percent of which were full-time students, while 94 
percent were of a traditional college age (25 or younger).  Essentially all were 
undergraduates.  This sample group represents 5.36 percent of the University‘s total 
student population in the Fall semester of 2008 and 6.85 percent when only 
undergraduate students are considered.   
 
Study participants are highly representative of the University population in terms of 
gender and racial affiliation.  Additional studies should focus more on the perspective 
of the University‘s part-time and non-traditional students.   

 
Study Group Representativeness - Staff 

 
Smart Futures 

Study Participants 
Fall 2008 JSU 

Student Enrollment 

Gender 

Male 29% 35% 

Female 71% 65% 

Age 

Traditional 94% 55%* 

Non-Traditional (over 25) 6% 45%* 

Racial Affiliation 

African American/Black 95% 93% 

American Indian 2% .08% 

Asian or Pacific Islander 0% .38% 

Caucasian/White 0% 6% 

Hispanic/Latina 1% .35% 

Other 1% 0% 

Total # 449 8,376 
                *2007 IPEDS data (NCES) 

 
Student participants represented 22 academic programs (either majors or minors).  
Additionally, the following table presents the breakdown of students by academic 
level (total hours earned at Jackson State by the end of the Fall 2008 semester).  As 
seen below, the largest group of students had completed 60-89 hours (34 percent), 
followed closely by 30-59 hours (30 percent), and 90+ hours (25 percent).  Those that 
would be considered freshmen (0-29 hours) are slightly underrepresented.   
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Section Two – Where are We Now? 

 
On all three surveys, participants were asked numerous questions about the kinds of 
skills students will need in the future to be successful.  Each survey ends by asking 
respondents to rate Jackson State University‘s present operations on the ability to 
―prepare learners to compete in the future academic marketplace.‖  Respondents 
were asked to use a ten-point ―historical-futuristic continuum‖ rating scale in which a 
score of 1-3 roughly indicates that the University uses outdated teaching methods 
that are not sufficient to prepare students for present times, scores of 5-7 indicate 
that the University is keeping up with present learning needs and teaching methods, 
and scores of 8-10 indicate that the University is already preparing students to be 
successful in the society and economy of the future through advanced curricula and 
teaching methods.   
 

The Historical-Futuristic Continuum 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Past Past/Present Present Present/Future Future 

 
 

 
Although the questions preceding this in the survey in large part establish the terms 
under which respondents are to think about the future and may very well be 
examined first, in our analysis, we have decided to consider this question first to 
establish as soon as possible where Jackson State stands.  To what extent do faculty, 
staff, and students think the University is already positioned to achieve its mission in 
the future?  58 faculty members, 49 staff, and 421 students answered this question.  
The results are charted below.   
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 Faculty Staff Students 

Past 5 5 2 

Past/Present 9 14 28 

Present 25 15 81 

Present/Future 9 14 221 

Future 10 1 89 

Total # 58 49 421 

 
At first glance, we see that over half of students surveyed (52.5 percent) believe that 
Jackson State‘s operations currently rest in the present/future section of the 
―historical-futuristic continuum.‖  By contrast, the largest group of faculty would 
place the University‘s operations firmly in the present (43.1 percent).  There appears 
to be no clear result among staff, as their opinions are more evenly distributed among 
the past/present, present, and present/future points on the continuum. 
 
In order to gain a better grasp of where Jackson State stands on the ―historical-
futuristic continuum,‖ we can create an index for each study group.  First, we can 
reassign a numeric value to each of the categories, with ―Past‖ having a weight of 1 
and ―Future‖ having a weight of 5 (with 2-4 assigned to the remaining categories in 
between).  If we then average the results from each group, we can get a better sense 
of where they stand in relation to each other.  According to this index, the average 
rating is 3.17 for faculty, 2.84 for staff, and 3.87 for students.  This indicates that 
students place Jackson State‘s operations a full point ahead of staff on the continuum.  
Clearly, the majority of students believe that Jackson State is moving towards the 
future, whereas staff see greater room for improvement in the University‘s position in 
the years to come. 
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Now that we have established a general picture of how faculty, staff, and students 
view Jackson State‘s operations with regard to the future, we next move on to a more 
specific series of questions.  These survey items were designed to elicit respondent 
opinions on a variety of topics including future trends in higher education, the 
learning needs of students in the future, the future role of technology in higher 
education, characteristics of future learners and faculty members, and how Jackson 
State must change to be competitive with other colleges and universities in the future. 
 
The first question, presented to all three groups, prompted faculty, staff, and students 
to indicate three major factors that will most influence their academic discipline in the 
next decade.  The following chart presents a tabulation of their responses.  Note that 
percentages represent the portion of all responses devoted to each category.  For 
example, out of the 101 total responses presented by faculty, 30 of these were 
selections of technological advances as a major factor that will influence their 
academic discipline (approximately 30 percent of all faculty responses). 
 

 
 
As displayed above, faculty, staff, and students appear to be thinking in similar terms 
with regard to factors that will most influence their academic discipline in the next 
decade.  A slight difference in opinion concerned ―research advances in the 
discipline,‖ as faculty members placed a greater emphasis on the importance of this 
factor than other groups.  Overall, the most important factors to all three groups 
included ―technological advances,‖ ―research advances in the discipline,‖ and 
―changing population demographics.‖  Respondents were able to include factors 
beyond those presented in the survey item by selecting ―other.‖  These additional 
factors included: ―aging workforce,‖ ―the economic status of the country,‖ and 
changes in ―communication methods.‖  Further multiple faculty and staff members 

30%

28%

19% 19%

5%

29%

20% 20%
22%

8%

28%

19%

15%

17%

1%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Technological 

advances

Research 

advances in the 

discipline

Globalization Changing 

population 

demographics

Other

%
 o

f 
re

sp
o

n
se

s

Three Major Factors that Will Most Influence Your Academic Discipline in 
the Next Decade

Faculty (n=101)

Staff (n=147)

Students (n=1176)



 

  

 
15 

JACKSON STATE UNIVERSITY        |        THE HANOVER RESEARCH COUNCIL 

© 2009 The Hanover Research Council 

 

JUNE 2009 

mentioned issues of ―funding,‖ ―limited funding,‖ and ―available funding through 
federal grants‖ as likely to affect their academic disciplines in the next decade. 
 
The next question, again presented to all three study groups, asked faculty, staff, and 
students whether the current academic foundation that Jackson State is providing 
adequately addresses the needs of future students.  Respondents could select ―yes‖ or 
―no‖ and were given the option of further elaborating on their responses through 
written comments.  The chart below presents their responses. 
 

 
 
Overall, the majority of respondents believe that ―yes,‖ the current academic 
foundation provided by Jackson State will adequately address the needs of future 
students.  Current students appeared to be the most emphatic about this statement 
(with 95 percent responding in the affirmative), while staff were somewhat more 
divided on the issue (only 58 percent responded with ―yes‖). 
 
While only 13 faculty members provided written feedback when asked to elaborate 
on the question of the adequacy of Jackson State‘s current academic foundation, one 
common theme emerged: the need for better technological resources.  Related 
responses included: ―lack of Smart classrooms;‖ ―outdated technology;‖ and ―we do 
not have adequate technological support for the future.‖  This belief appeared to cut 
across disciplines as one respondent noted the lack of resources in biology, while 
another explained: ―The foundation is in place to provide a strong education to our 
students, but we must keep up with the changing environment within the fine arts 
department – example: become more technologically proficient.‖ 
 
One respondent indicated that while resources are currently inadequate, the 
University is heading in the right direction.  He or she stated, ―The answer is actually 
Yes and No.  The current academic foundation is not quite there but we are getting 
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close. The right technology is coming on board and we just need the right thinking 
combination of faculty.‖ 
 
The next question prompted faculty, staff, and students to indicate whether they 
believe there are other more futuristic ways of teaching than those currently used at 
Jackson State.  Results are presented in the chart below. 
 

 
 
Clearly, the majority of faculty and staff believe that there are indeed more futuristic 
ways of teaching than those currently used, while the majority of students indicated 
that more futuristic ways of teaching do not exist.  Individuals who answered ―yes‖ to 
the question were prompted to further articulate their thoughts on the subject.  The 
need for more advanced technology was by far the most common theme raised by 
faculty and staff.  In addition to general comments concerning updated technology, 
many respondents highlighted specific types of technology, such as ―Smart rooms,‖ 
―clicker technology,‖ and ―PDAs for teacher-to-student communication.‖  
 
Two individuals from the College of Education mentioned the need for better access 
to technology so that their graduates would be prepared to teach in school districts 
throughout the state.  Their comments included: 
 

× ―Technology in the classroom is untapped in the College of Education 
Building.  Our candidates work with a greater variety of technology in the 
public schools than we have available to use in demonstrations/instructions.‖ 

× ―Our college has less technology than some of the school districts that are in 
the state, so we are unable to prepare students to teach with certain 
technology because we don‘t have it.  One example is SmartBoards.‖ 

 
Another related theme highlighted by faculty and staff centered on distance/online 
learning.  Comments included a call for expansion of ―online courses/degree‖ 
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offerings and the introduction or increased use of ―webinars,‖ ―podcast lectures,‖ 
―video-conferencing,‖ ―Mississippi Interactive Video Network,‖ ―WebCT and 
CourseSite Software,‖ and ―live classroom streaming.‖   
 
In a particularly insightful comment, one staff member explained his or her thoughts 
behind the need for increased online learning:  
 

The offering of on-line courses and programs is the most sought after delivery 
system for graduate students.  The University has not embraced the idea to the point 
of delivering these services.  Therefore, students enroll in the University of Phoenix, 
Nova University, Union Institute, and others to receive graduate degrees.  The 
traditional method of physical presence in the classroom is not attractive to students 
born in the 1980s. 

 
While a large number of students raised the issue of advanced technology, most 
comments were fairly general.  Such comments included ―better software, 
programming,‖ ―more technological advances and computer programs,‖ ―more 
technology,‖ and ―distance learning.‖  The lack of more comments concerning 
distance/online learning could be related to the fact that only 22 percent of student 
respondents indicated that they had ever taken an online course at Jackson State. 
 
A more common theme raised by students rested on the idea of ―learning by doing.‖  
Specific comments included a desire for ―service-learning related to majors,‖ ―hands-
on activities,‖ ―hands-on classes,‖ ―independent research,‖ ―more hands-on, real 
world experience,‖ and ―internship programs for undergrads.‖ Further, multiple 
students mentioned the importance of ―clinicals‖ and ―simulations.‖  Staff members 
also raised similar issues of ―learning communities,‖ ―active learning, student 
responsibility, and teamwork (e.g., Peer Assisted Learning),‖ and ―hands-on 
interactivity.‖  Likewise, some faculty members mentioned the importance of 
―experiential/transformative learning,‖ ―simulations,‖ ―engagement in undergraduate 
primary research,‖ ―clinical experiences,‖ and ―student involvement in the learning 
process.‖  
 
The next question asked faculty, staff, and students to identify three characteristics of 
the future learner.  The following chart tabulates their responses. 
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Some variation in response levels among faculty, staff, and students appears with 
regard to characteristics of the future learner, though once again these levels did not 
vary significantly.  The most common characteristics cited by these groups were 
―non-traditional college student,‖ ―ethnically diverse,‖ and ―distance/online learner.‖ 
 
Elaborating on the issue of the non-traditional student and other aspects of the future 
learner, one faculty member stated: 
 

I believe the non-traditional student [has been] prevalent at HBCU‘s long before 
they were recognized as a prominent category of students at other schools.  Also, the 
definition of a non-traditional student varies in age and life experiences.  Another 
characteristic of future learners is the single parent student; and another is students 
from other parts of the United States and the world.  Professors who have 
theoretical experience with these future learners will need to recognize the need to 
expand their teaching styles to accommodate these learners. 

 
Limited ―other‖ responses were provided by staff and students.  One theme raised by 
multiple students surrounded the issue of future students with increased ―work 
experience‖ and ―diverse work/life experience.‖ 
 
Building on the question above, the next survey item asked respondents to provide a 
picture of the future classroom teacher.  Results are presented in the chart below. 
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Respondent groups were again on a similar page with regard to characteristics of the 
future classroom teacher.  The most common visions included teachers who will be 
―creative in course design for diverse students‖ and teachers who will act as a 
―mentor.‖  Other responses included: ―foreign,‖ ―ethnically diverse,‖ ―able to include 
hands-on activities,‖ ―committed to integrating service and learning,‖ ―sensitive to 
the total needs of the student,‖ and ―more inclusive of students in research.‖ 
 
Taking a broader look at the state of higher education as a whole, the next item was 
designed to gauge faculty, staff, and student opinions of what American colleges and 
universities will look like in the future.  Respondents were asked to identify three 
characteristics that will best describe these institutions in the years to come. 
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Some differences appeared among respondent groups with regard to characteristics 
of future American colleges and universities.  For example, fewer faculty believe that 
future colleges and universities will be ―futuristic‖ compared to students.  Likewise, 
fewer students think that these institutions will feature a ―free exchange and flow of 
information‖ than faculty.  Overall, the most common characteristics cited were: 
―committed to student learning and personal development‖ and ―remote teaching 
and learning in virtual classroom.‖  Further, while there were a limited number of 
―other‖ responses, one individual elaborated on each of the response categories: 
 

Each of the items above is critical.  (1) Distance learning is critical because of the 
accelerating probability of career changes throughout life.  Full-time workers will be 
seeking retraining.  Must have flexibility. (2) Free exchange and flow of information 
is unavoidable: information age/high tech/knowledge exploding exponentially. 
‗Futuristic‘ is inherent in this.  (3) Experiential learning (in this setting, application of 
concepts becomes obvious).  

 
The final three multiple choice questions were presented to staff and students only.  
They were designed to gather opinions of these individuals on the skills, knowledge, 
and behaviors future students will learn over the next decade.  The first question 
prompted staff and students to identify the top three skills/types of knowledge future 
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students will be expected to learn during the next decade.  A tabulation of responses 
is presented in the chart below. 
 

 
 
As displayed above, there was some variation between staff and student opinions on 
the issue of skills/knowledge future students will be expected to learn during the next 
decade.  Both groups, however, placed the most emphasis on ―oral and written 
communication.‖  Following this, staff believed that ―computer literacy‖ and 
―adaptability‖ would be the most important skills future students will learn, while 
current students placed more emphasis on ―time management,‖ ―teamwork,‖ and 
―computer literacy.‖  Very few respondents selected the ―other‖ category.  
Comments included: ―teaching skills,‖ ―knowledge of major,‖ and ―information 
technology.‖ 
 
The next survey item asked faculty and students to identify the top three thinking 
skills that students will need in their degree programs in the next ten years.  The 
results are presented in the chart below.  
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Staff and students were clearly in agreement with regard to the top thinking skills 
students will need during the next decade.  ―Critical thinking‖ and ―reasoning (using 
data and information to make decisions)‖ were on the top of both groups‘ lists.  
Other comments included: ―analysis and application,‖ ―leadership,‖ ―problem-
solving,‖ ―strategic thinking,‖ and ―open-mindedness.‖ 
 
The final question prompted staff and students to identify the top three behaviors 
students in their fields will learn through classroom instruction.   
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While there was some variation in responses among staff and students with regard to 
the behaviors students will learn through classroom instruction, these two groups 
placed the most emphasis on ―research,‖ learning to ―appreciate ethnic and cultural 
diversity‖ and learning to ―engage in teamwork.‖  Other responses included: ―study 
skills,‖ ―analysis,‖ ―leadership,‖ and ―work habits.‖ 
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Section 3 – Future Learning Outcomes, Cognitions, and Behaviors 
 

In addition to the multiple choice questions analyzed above, faculty members were 
presented with three open-ended response items designed to focus on the primary 
student learning outcomes, cognitions, and behaviors that will be featured in their 
respective disciplines during the next decade.  Staff members were also asked to 
weigh in on the question regarding primary cognitions.   
 

Before entering into a discussion of each specific item, we present a map of common 
themes raised in all three questions.  This map is intended to depict how faculty and 
staff responded to these big picture questions and how their responses are linked to 
each other.  As displayed below, the three major themes that emerged from the 
written responses included: application of learning, knowledge creation, and global 
citizenship.  Related sub-themes that also appeared throughout these responses were 
the use of technology and the communication of ideas. 
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Student Learning Outcomes   
 
The first open-ended survey item, regarding student outcomes, prompted faculty to 
describe any skill sets, abilities, or competencies that will result from formal 
instruction in their area.  Well in line with our map above, the majority of comments 
centered on the three major themes of application of learning, knowledge creation, 
and global citizenship.  Faculty members place heavy emphasis on the practical 
application of theories and models learned in class to help drive the search for real 
world solutions.  As one faculty member stated, ―I think the ability to interpret and 
apply texts, make global connections, apply theory to the rapidly changing reality of 
politics, and engage in critical analysis will remain key.‖  Another faculty member 
focused on the issue of ―mental agility and flexibility (the only way to assimilate the 
barrage of information and adapt to new information, life ways, and technology).‖  
Further, ―problem solving‖ was a common catchphrase among multiple respondents.   
 
In addition to direct application of learning, synthesis and articulation of ideas were 
also raised as important student learning outcomes.  Commenting on these issues, 
one faculty member noted that it is important for students to be able to 
―communicate effectively in oral and written expression.‖  Echoing this statement, 
another spoke of the ―ability to write a logical and well-thought out argument based 
on evidence‖ and the ―ability to discuss ideas with clarity and sensitivity.‖ 
 
With regard to knowledge creation, one respondent described the importance of 
students becoming ―researchers; scholars; [and] authors of publications in refereed 
journals.‖  Another noted that he or she expected students to ―be competent in 
research methods and statistics with the ability to conduct original research.‖  
Connecting the theme back to the application of learning, a number of respondents 
mentioned ―critical thinking‖ as an important learning outcome. 
 
As for global citizenship, faculty members mainly focused on two different aspects of 
the concept.  Some spoke of global citizenship in terms of respect for other cultures, 
while others espoused the need for competitiveness of emerging graduates in a global 
economy.  Providing an example of the former aspect, one particularly insightful 
response from a faculty member described the concept of global citizenship as 
―understanding that one can be loyal to all of humankind without compromising 
commitment to one‘s country.‖  Related responses mentioned the importance of 
―cultural awareness‖ and ―nurture [of] diversity.‖ Focusing on the latter aspect of 
global citizenship, another faculty member stated that being ―globally competitive‖ is 
an important goal for students. 
 
Finally, the use of technology was an important subtheme of student learning 
outcomes raised in this question.  Comments on this topic highlighted the 
importance of the ―advanced use of technology;‖ ―software skills;‖ and 
―technological competence in job-specific areas.‖ 
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Primary Cognitions 
 
Faculty and staff respondents were both asked to identify primary cognitions such as 
knowledge, thinking patterns, or higher order thought processes resulting from 
formal instruction at Jackson State.  Responses reflected many of the same themes 
mentioned with regard to student outcomes.  Once again, ―critical thinking‖ and 
―application of learning‖ were at the center of many responses.  Respondents 
touched on both concepts noting the importance of the ―ability to reason and apply 
knowledge to situations,‖ ―ability to demonstrate learning through performance or 
authentic activities,‖ and ―critical thinking to enhance the students‘ understanding of 
the subject matter.‖ 
 
Related to the topics of critical thinking and learning application, others spoke of the 
ability to evaluate sources and synthesize information.  One respondent described 
this as ―knowledge-based information acquisition,‖ while another noted that ―the 
ability to process and interpret massive amounts of information – evaluating 
relevance – will be essential‖ in the coming years. 
 
One interesting theme that was not raised in the earlier open-ended question had to 
do with the provision of frameworks of thought by teachers to students.  One faculty 
member described this in the following terms: ―My main goal for students is that they 
become thinkers.  I believe it is our purpose as professors/teachers/instructors, to 
provide ‗thinking guidelines.‘‖  One faculty member described this concept as 
―learning how to learn,‖ whereas another mentioned ―mental flexibility‖ and 
―tolerance for ambiguity‖ as important related cognitions. 
 
Finally, a handful of respondents touched on the issue of global citizenship once 
again in their comments on this question.  One respondent noted the importance of 
cultural diversity, while another spoke of imparting a ―sense of planetary stewardship 
and interconnectedness‖ upon students. 
 
Primary Behaviors 
 
The final open-ended item of the survey prompted respondents to comment on the 
primary behaviors emerging from their discipline in the next decade, such as learner 
attitudes or dispositions resulting from formal instruction.  While this item received 
the most limited responses of the open-ended questions, a number of them were 
linked to the three major themes discussed above.   Similar to the application of 
learning and creation of knowledge, one respondent stated that ―formal instruction 
will enable students to put concepts in a structured format that will enable them to 
better see their values.‖  Echoing this idea of using thought processes mastered in 
formal education to evaluate their own values, another respondent mentioned the 
importance of student ―reflection and understanding of personal attitudes and 
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beliefs.‖  Others mentioned ―applied research‖ and ―research based learning‖ as 
primary student behaviors emerging from their discipline over the next ten years. 
 
Finally, once again, respondents touched on the issue of global citizenship, by 
mentioning ideas such as: ―appreciation of world cultures,‖ ―global focus,‖ ―social 
responsibility,‖ and the ―ability to work collaboratively with diverse groups – 
economic, social, ethnic/racial.‖ 
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Section Four – Is There a Shared Vision? 

 
In order to put the results of the Smart Futures study surveys in perspective, in this 
section, we first briefly examine how the issues raised in this survey relate to common 
challenges and educational experiences of current students at Jackson State.  We 
follow this with a brief discussion of how these issues fit with views of the needs of 
21st Century students from professionals outside of Jackson State.   
 
First, it is informative to examine the major challenges faced by students at Jackson 
State.  Are these related to or could they be solved by some of the suggestions 
offered by survey respondents?  Students were prompted to indicate the top hurdles 
they must overcome in achieving academic success and completing their degree at 
Jackson State.  The following chart presents the results of this survey item. 
 

 
 
As we see above, the most common hurdle is financial in nature.  Traditional issues 
of being able to finance one‘s education are at the top of students‘ minds, and these 
are unlikely to be solved by more futuristic approaches to learning.  However, it is 
interesting to note that issues such as ―class schedule/class availability,‖ ―instructional 
methods,‖ and ―learning styles‖ were all touched upon in the survey.  First, 
concerning class schedule or class availability, online/distance learning has provided 
many institutions with a method of offering flexible classes to more students.  
Particularly with regard to asynchronous forms of instruction, students in online 
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classes are no longer bound by time or place, and have increased opportunities to 
take the classes they want at the times they want.  
 
The next issue, instructional methods, was addressed from a variety of angles in this 
survey.  First, a number of respondents from all three groups placed an emphasis on 
the importance of technology in the classroom.  Students must be prepared to keep 
up with the ever-changing technological landscape.  For example, as mentioned with 
regard to one of the earlier multiple choice questions, two faculty members from the 
College of Education highlighted the issue that graduates of their programs were 
underprepared to deal with the technology available in the school districts where they 
will be placed.  Having access to technology such as SmartBoards while they are still 
at the University could go a long way to ensuring that they know how to utilize these 
technologies when they start their first job.  Secondly, while these issues were not 
elaborated upon in great detail in the survey, it may be helpful to explore how the 
incorporation of certain types of technology into instructional methods could 
enhance the learning experience for students.  Respondents mentioned the potential 
use of podcast lectures, ―clicker‖ technology, PDAs for teacher-to-student 
communication, and Smart rooms among other types of technology that may have a 
positive impact on student learning.   
 
A third and final way in which the issue of instructional methods was approached in 
the survey concerned hands-on learning.  Many respondents highlighted the 
importance of ―learning by doing,‖ demonstrations, simulations, service learning, and 
experiential learning.  The issue is also closely related to the challenge of ―unique 
learning styles.‖  These types of hands-on activities could potentially help to expand 
Jackson State‘s reach to students with a variety of learning styles.  
 
In addition to examining the challenges faced by students and how these relate to the 
above survey results concerning the future learning system of Jackson State, it is 
interesting to examine the instructional methods encountered by students at the 
University.  As we can see from the chart below, the most traditional instructional 
methods, lectures and labs, have been encountered by the majority of students, 
whereas some of the instructional methods suggested by students, faculty, and staff 
are ranked towards the bottom of this list.  Fewer students have encountered 
demonstrations, case study or problem-based learning, clinicals, or simulations.  At 
the same time, however, service-learning/experiential learning, a hands-on method of 
instruction raised by many survey respondents, has been encountered by over half of 
the students surveyed.  As witnessed throughout this report, a large number of 
faculty, students, and staff all believe that such hands-on methods are important to 
the college student‘s learning experience.  Finding ways to incorporate these methods 
into instruction at Jackson State may help better align the University with faculty, 
staff, and student visions of the future. 
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Finally, it is interesting to note that many of the issues raised in the Smart Futures 
study link up with the results of our previous study on ―Maintaining Competitiveness 
in the 21st Century.‖  For example, in our earlier report we presented ―important aims 
and outcomes of a twenty-first-century college education‖ that were identified by the 
Association of American Colleges and Universities.  As displayed in the table below, 
many of these same ideas were discussed by participants in the Smart Futures study. 
 
AACU “Important Aims and Outcomes of a 

21st Century College Education”1 
Jackson State University Smart Futures Study 

Information, Media, and Technology Skills 
Use of Technology; Job-Specific Technological 
Competence; Software Skills; Knowledge-Based 
Information Acquisition 

Knowledge of Human Cultures and the Physical 
World  

Appreciation of World Cultures; Cultural 
Awareness; Global Citizenship 

Intellectual and Practical Skills 
Critical Thinking; Problem Solving; Thinking 
Guidelines; Mental Flexibility; Tolerance for 
Ambiguity; Evaluating Relevance 

Personal and Social Responsibility  
Nurture of Diversity; Social Responsibility; Sense 
of Planetary Stewardship and Interconnectedness; 
Intercultural Competence  

Integrative Learning  
Applied Research; Evaluation of Information; 
Synthesis; Demonstrate Learning through 
Performance; Simulations 

                                                        
1 ―College Learning for the New Global Century.‖  Association of American Colleges and Universities.  
http://www.aacu.org/leap/documents/GlobalCentury_final.pdf  
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One important point raised in our earlier report that was not emphasized to a great 
extent in the faculty, staff, and student responses to the current study was the issue of 
liberal arts education as a major part of future learning systems.  In addition to points 
similar to those presented in the above chart, the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 
which describes itself as ―the leading advocacy organization focused on infusing 21st 
century skills into education,‖2  includes ―mastery of core subjects and 21st century 
themes‖ as among its most important ―21st Century Themes, Learning, and 
Innovation Skills‖: 
 

Mastery of core subjects and 21st century themes is essential for students in the 21st 
century. Core subjects include English, reading or language arts, world languages, 
arts, mathematics, economics, science, geography, history, government and civics.  
We believe schools must move beyond a focus on basic competency in core subjects 
to promoting understanding of academic content at much higher levels by weaving 
21st century interdisciplinary themes into core subjects. 3 

 
While this emphasis on liberal arts was not featured prominently in the surveys, it 
does not mean that faculty, staff, and students are not thinking about it.  For 
example, two faculty members mentioned the need for a ―broader knowledge base‖ 
and ―broader basic education‖ for students.  Such comments suggest the importance 
of a liberal education.  At the same time, when the University moves forward with its 
attempts to ensure that it is in line with future learning systems, it is important to 
keep in mind this point.  Building on this emphasis on liberal education, it is also 
important to impart a focus on ―interdisciplinary thinking,‖ or how concepts from 
different disciplines relate to each other and how to use this understanding to help 
solve complicated real-life problems, while working with people with different 
knowledge and skills. 
 
A final thought to keep in mind with regard to the needs of 21st Century learner is the 
simple fact that there are going to be more people seeking a college-level education in 
the coming years.  Some of this growth will be accounted for increases in high school 
graduates, but a significant amount of growth will also result from interest in degree 
programs among people that would not be considered traditional college students.  
Universities that wish to remain competitive in this new environment should keep in 
mind the opportunity presented by this growth in demand for higher education.  
Capitalizing on new forms of technology such as those featured in distance/online 
programs will be one important set of tools in taking advantage of this increased 
demand. 
 

                                                        
2 ―FAQ.‖  The Partnership for 21st Century Skills. 
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=195&Itemid=183   
3 ―Framework for 21st Century Learning.‖  The Partnership for 21st Century Skills.  
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/documents/framework_flyer_updated_jan_09_final-1.pdf 

http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=195&Itemid=183
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/documents/framework_flyer_updated_jan_09_final-1.pdf
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Overall, it appears that Jackson State University stakeholders (faculty, staff, and 
students), as well as professional observers (such as the AACU and the Partnership 
for 21st Century Skills) believe that many of the same factors will be important to a 
futuristic learning system.  Having a grasp of the needs of college graduates in the 21st 
Century will enable Jackson State to set goals for itself and keep track of how it is 
progressing towards this shared vision of the future. 
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